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Most traditional approaches to ethics (Denise et al, 1996) have centred  on  individual  behaviour, 
actions and consequences (Mitcham & Duvall, 1999). Recently there have been calls for a different 
approach – that of social ethics (Devon 1999; 2004; Devon & Van De Poel,  2004).  In  this  essay 
however I am going to take a step even further by considering the conditions of possibility of a global 
ethics of technology. I am going to argue, tentatively, that a global ethics of technology, along with 
the social ethics of technology, form an integral part of the ethics of technology. Perhaps, to a certain 
degree, this is a matter of renaming some current philosophical activities, but this is also intended to 
explicate the global ethical approach to technology as a distinct and valuable approach in need of 
further development and consolidation. 
 
The global ethical approach advocated here can be defined, strictly  for  current  purposes,  as  an 
ethical approach towards the kinds of technology the proper ethical analysis of which requires taking 
into account of moral and ethical issues arising in the context of economic, cultural and political 
globalisation. These may include, but are not limited to, issues such as indigenous people’s right to 
free, prior and informed consent; ethical issues arising from the globalisation of clinical research and 
development, as well as the globalisation of pharmaceutical trials; global institutional regulation and 
decision--‐making concerning technology, global redistribution of risks, harms and benefits of certain 
technology; issues pertaining to global (social) justice; ethical problems concerning geo--‐engineering 
practices; etc. Put differently, a global ethical approach is about ethical issues arising from the 
globalisation of technology, and thus concerns itself with the technologies the effects  and 
consequences of which transcend the national borders. 
 
The essay will consist of four sections. After a brief introduction, in section one, I shall argue that the 
scope of the social ethical approach of Devon and Van de Poel is too narrow, because of its biased 
and exclusive focus on the arrangements for decision--‐making concerning technology, which, given 
the co--‐construction of technology and society thesis (Geels, 2005), entirely leaves technology out of 
the picture. Instead, what is needed is an approach with a focus on both the former and the latter. In 
section two, I shall elaborate on the relation between ethics and politics  in  order  to  clarify  the 
relation of social and global ethics to that of moral and political philosophy. In section three, I shall 
consider the possibility and desirability of a global ethics of  technology  in  light  of  the  claim  that 
‘global ethics’ in any form is not global, but simply the imposition of one form of local ethics – often 
Western ethics – and thus is a nothing but a form of moral neo--‐imperialism (Widdows, 2007). In 
section four, I shall briefly discuss those existing instances of ethics of technology that have a global 
ethical focus. For example, some approaches to environmental ethics, as well as research in bioethics 
with its recent project of developing global bioethics (Engelhardt, 2006) are some of the existing 
instances of global ethics of technology. In section five, I shall briefly discuss existing approaches to 
  
global ethics. Drawing on which discussion, I shall outline and defend my own – the power 
relations – approach to the global ethics of technology. In the final section, I shall further 
dwell on the rationale for the development of a global ethics of technology, as well as the 
implications of such a project for future ethical research and practice. I shall conclude that 
a global ethical approach to technology is a practical necessity of our technological age in 
the increasingly globalising world. 
 
  
 References 
 
Denise, T. C., Peterfreund. S. P. & White, N. P. 1996, Great Traditions in Ethics (8th edition), 
Belmont, CA: Wadsworth. 
 
Devon, R.  1999,  ‘Towards a social  ethics of engineering: The Norms of Engagement’  in 
Journal  of Engineering Education, (January), pp. 87 – 92. 
 
Devon, R. 2004, ‘Social Ethics of Technology: A Research Perspective’ in Techné: Research 
in Philosophy and Technology, Vol. 8, No. 1, 
http://scholar.lib.vt.edu/ejournals/SPT/v8n1/devon.html. 
 
Devon,  R.  &  Van  de  Poel,  Ibo,  2004,  ‘Design  Ethics:  The  Social  Ethics  Paradigm’  in  
International Journal of Engineering Education, Vol. 20, No. 3, pp. 461 – 469. 
 
Engelhardt,  H.  T.  (ed.)  2006,  Global  Bioethics:  The  Collapse  of  Consensus,  Salem,  MA:  M  
&  M Scrivener Press. 
 
Geels, Frank, 2005, ‘Co--‐evolution of Technology and Society: The transition in water supply 
and personal hygiene in the Netherlands (1850–1930)—a case study in multi--‐level 
perspective’ in Technology in Society, Vol. 27, pp. 363 – 397. 
 
Mitcham, Carl & Duvall, R. S. 1999, Engineering Ethics, New York: 
Prentice--‐Hall. 
 
Widdows, Heather, 2007, ‘Is global ethics moral neo--‐colonialism? An investigation of the issue 
in the context of bioethics’ in Bioethics, Vol. 21, No. 6, pp. 305 – 315. 
 
 
* * * 
 
